because of the promise that, over time, their diligence and professionalism will be demonstrable to patients, public and investors. Today there is no going back. GxPs are proliferating both within and outside the industries in good scientific practice, good statistical practice, good computer practice, good warehouse practice, good publishing practice and good regulatory practice, to mention only a few. A book of this size, which provides a manageable and interesting read free of the mesmerizing language and acronyms of quality assurance professionals, cannot hope to be comprehensive but its sections and chapters on laboratory practice, clinical trials, biotechnology, regulatory agencies, reporting of research and development (R&D) results and statistical analyses, and computers provide a wide survey sufficient for the editor's aim to stave off the sceptic and signal the coming Nirvana of total quality assurance.
A quarter of the chapters involve the animal health industry. This is logical at the regulatory and legal level, where it shares a roof with the pharmaceutical industry, but might seem odd at the operational level where there seems little discourse between the two. Nevertheless, the animal health chapters demonstrate the similarities of the drive for quality in the two industries, and also encourage those in animal health medicine to catch up with their human counterparts. The chapter on 'The Animal Health Industry Struggling to go Global' must be contrasted with the references to the International Conference on Harmonization which has just introduced tripartite guidelines on Good Clinical Practice (USA, EU, Japan).
On a note of caution, GxPs themselves do not dictate what scientists shall do; that is left to the scientists, who may still get things wrong. Nor do they guarantee good research or good anything else. They do not, of themselves, prevent sloppy work, dishonesty or blatant fraud; in the latter case they may actually make it more difficult to detect. Frontiers are still there to be crossed-GxPs in academic sites, in research ethics committees, in developing nations. GxPs do not adapt easily to rapidly moving fields of innovation or take account readily of serendipity.
Whilst this book recounts the progress made and points the way for more, we should also ensure that academic and clinical freedoms are maintained and that the future of flexible but fragile relationships in the R&D business are not compromised or that ends are not smothered by means.
The book can be recommended to all those who believe they are in the business of practising good research. It is also readable enough for non-specialist consumption, and ought to offer another round of reassurance to press and public that the pharmaceutical industries have quality at the top of their agenda. Books on consciousness are nowadays available to suit all tastes. Everyone, from mystics through chaos theorists to hard-headed neuroscientists, can find something written from their angle; such accounts are not always easy to read, of course, and the various explanations of conscious experience that have been given to date, however alluring, are incomplete, unconvincing or both. All the same a huge range of ideas and observations have been published on a topic fascinating because it concerns the very essence of each one of us. Some of them have wide appeal, as witness the appearance of Shadows of the Mind or The Astonishing Hypothesis in so many popular science best-seller lists.
At first glance, Max Bennett's book looks as if it, too, could be a winner in the popular science stakes. It is short, full of nice drawings and diagrams, and centres on an intriguing question namely, to what extent has neuroscience explained consciousness? The author is a professor of (neuro)physiology well qualified to tackle this issue. Sadly, though, the text reads as if it were a collection of lectures to third year undergraduates. Much of it is too superficial to interest specialists but too technical for the uninitiated. The coverage is very patchy. There are particularly useful accounts of 'blindsight' and of the 40 Hz synchronized electroencephalographic activity that may underpin the integration of percepts. There are a few largely irrelevant descriptions; for example, a detailed account of the receptor binding of neuroleptics (Robin Fox, our editor, pointed out that these are referred to as 'penothiazines' in one place an unusually happy misprint, so many patients would say!). But there's nothing on a whole range of topics that attract interest at present such as the place of temporal versus spatial codings in brain function, chaotic attractors, global workspace architectures or the possible roles of microtubules. The final chapter, on aspects of quantum theory, is seriously misleading in places. Some of the material in the book seems to have been written a while ago, then included without having been updated properly. For instance there's a qualm-free description of unpleasant experiments in which damaged or senile rats had to swim for their lives while their orientation abilities were under test; a good drawing of the experimental set-up is provided which leaves little to the imagination. Later on Bennett argues, rightly, that consciousness should probably be attributed to even quite lowly animals. This conclusion surely ought to have influenced the way in which he reported the rat experiments, but no such influence is apparent.
The overall messages of the book are first that neuroscience has a lot of interesting things to say about the constraints on consciousness and about how its contents get there; secondly that there may be more to experience than can be explained in terms of emergent properties of neural information processing alone. The latter is a conclusion that, in my opinion, puts the author on the side of the angels. It is a bit disconcerting, though, that he seems to base it on uncritical acceptance of the well-known 'Chinese room' thought experiment due to Searle and on Roger Penrose's Godelian arguments. Searle suggests that meaning, which is an essential component of our everyday experience, cannot be understood in terms of information processing only; Penrose claims that some of the things which conscious minds can achieve are beyond the scope of classical information processors such as nerve cells of the form pictured by most neuroscientists. Unfortunately the balance of opinion these days is that both arguments are flawed. Stronger grounds exist, many people feel, for thinking that neuroscience by itself may never provide a complete account of consciousness, even though it is sure to contribute essential elements to any full explanation. One hopes that Bennett and his talented illustrator will build on what they have achieved so far to produce a more up-todate and accessible book that further explores these issues. Designed for clinicians in training or postgraduate students, The Subfertihty Handbook clearly sets out the multiple causes and treatments for subfertility. Of particular value are the introductory chapters on the assessment of the couple and their first interview. The authors offer clear guidance and plans for those starting in the field, who need a template if they are to acquire good habits of clinical practice and data gathering (essential if a unit is to give proper attention to this group of patients).
Good beginnings in a book lead us to expect quality throughout, and generally I was not disappointed. The chapter on Donor Insemination is especially helpful. A failing of the book, however, is the lack of weight given to the many ethical issues, whether pertaining directly to gamete donation or specifically to the status of the embryo, a matter at the core of this subspecialty. In discussions of particular techniques, for example, those employing frozen embryos, one looks for more than a statement that they require'new ethical and legal considerations'. If the authors had explained their decision not to elaborate I would have been satisfied; as it is, I wonder whether they do not consider law and ethics to be essential tools to the good practice of the clinicians they intend to guide.
I liked the account of how to tell patients about sophisticated treatments in subfertility, and an excellent chapter explains the work of the counsellor in all its aspects. Other chapters which stand out are those on endometriosis and the role of surgery in infertility, clearly explaining the delicate balance between medical and surgical decisions in a field which has seen a whole gamut of approaches over the past twenty years.
In conclusion, the book can be highly recommended to newcomers as a clear guide to practice and knowledge. Let us never forget, however, that our hands are guided by our brain. In the next edition I hope to see a chapter on ethical dilemmas or some integration of ethical aspects into each relevant chapter with a mention of our collective responsibility to the children of assisted reproduction. As a medical student I remember spending more time learning about the cherry red spot on the macula in Tay-Sachs disease than about occupational medicine. And I know of nothing to suggest that medical students spend more time learning about the diseases which may be attributed to their patients' work than I did, despite the fact that accidents at work kill several hundred people a year and injure many thousands more, that there are over 3000 known cases of occupational respiratory disease a year in the UK, that at least 30% of sickness absence may be due to musculoskeletal disorders brought about by work and that occupational dermatitis may affect up to 3 workers in a thousand (Waldron HA, Edling C, eds. Occupational Health Practice, Butterworth-Heinemann, 1997).
Most doctors are, understandably, either unable to diagnose occupational disease which is present or prone to attribute ailments to work when they should not. A text that explains clearly and concisely the major precepts of
